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Asian countries -Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. The idea for this article, however, came from personal childhood recollections that kept resurfacing during the two fieldwork trips that Lan (the first author) made in 2009 and 2011 to conduct in-depth interviews with left-behind members of transnational families in Thai Binh Province, Vietnam. In 1982, Lan's own father had left his family behind in Vietnam when he went to join hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese contract workers heading for factories and construction sites in the former Soviet Union. The only means of communication at that time was by letter, sent by post or carried by visiting friends and colleagues, and these letters usually took months to reach their destination. Lan clearly recalls the letter-writing 'ritual' of her childhood when, bent over a bamboo mat, she and her sister would carefully and neatly inscribe words of love, as dictated by their mother, on Soviet-made paper to be sent to her father. Lan's mother composed practically all the letters, and they were almost always identical. In hindsight, it was clear that Lan's parents worked as a team to keep their children oblivious of the agony, anxiety, frustration and hardship resulting from the prolonged physical separation and gaps of communication during that period.
During her period in the field for the CHAMPSEA study, apart from the considerable advances in transnational communication, Lan tended to see history repeated among the transnational families she visited. Nowadays, Vietnamese transnational families have relatively easy access to modern information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as telephones and the internet -the so-called 'social glue of migrant transnationalism' (Vertovec 2004 ) -which allows them to keep in regular contact at a relatively low cost. The seemingly unfettered ability to communicate is a much celebrated feature of contemporary transnational migration, leading some scholars to develop notions of 'absent presence' (Pertierra 2006) and 'co-presence' (Baldassar 2008) 1 respectively. This implies that ICTs can eliminate the sense of physical separation, a position that more recent studies, including ours (Hoang and Yeoh 2012) , have nevertheless challenged.
What resonated with Lan's childhood experience was the way children are positioned in parental migration processes, particularly during the decision-making stage and in transnational communication. We consistently observed the constrained agency of children in the migration of their parents among the families involved in our research. This, as we demonstrate later in this article, has important implications for the sustenance of emotional bonds between migrants and their children and the way they make sense of migration and the outer world. Through our case study of Vietnamese left-behind children, we seek to engage critically with the scholarship on children's geographies, particularly those concerned with the question of children's agency and its contradictions. This is in part a response to Dobson's (2009) call for more research on children's experiences and perceptions of migration, for migration research has largely ignored or muted their voices.
In what follows, we first examine how migration scholars have conceptualized children's agency before reviewing the literature on the children whom migrant parents have left behind. After a short outline of our methodology and research, we then look into the various ways in which Vietnamese children exercise their agency in migration decision making and transnational communication amid the constraints of both the context-specific construction of childhood and of global migration regimes. The latter have important implications on how children view migration and the ways they act upon their world (Ansell 2009: 201; Sanders 2001: 28) , which, in the particular context of this study, concerns the construction of their immobility or mobility aspirations. In exploring immobile children's conceptions of mobility, we also speak to the new mobility paradigm outlined by Sheller and Urry (2006: 211) in which both sedentary and nomadic accounts matter.
Children's agency in the context of migration
The question of children's agency only recently started to capture the attention of migration scholars. The conventional perception in migration studies of children as the (often-male) migrant's dependants, 'luggage' or 'things transported by adults' (see Dobson 2009; Ní Laoire et al. 2010; Orellana et al. 2001 ) has shifted. In childhood studies there has been a reconceptualization of the child as a social actor in his or her own right rather than just an 'adult in making' (cf. James and Prout 1997; James et al. 1998; Jenks 1996) . There is ample empirical evidence to suggest that children in contemporary societies do not always cooperate with the view of them as innocent, dependent, incompetent beings needing guidance and protection (Katz 2004; O'Connell Davidson 2005; Uprichard 2008 ). Although tensions remain in debates about whether we should see children as 'human beings' or 'human becomings', there seems to be a consensus in empirical research about the reality of children's active engagements in everyday negotiations of both being and becoming.
It is important to recognize that children's agency is contingent on a social construction of childhood that is neither static nor universally uniform. Migration scholars in a diverse range of contexts have consistently pointed out that the capacity of children for autonomous action varies with age and that different cultures treat children of the same age differently. For example, in parts of West Africa, South Asia and Latin America, with education not necessarily implicated in the construction of childhood, people regard children around the age of 12 as active economic actors (Iversen 2002; Nieuwenhuys 1994; Punch 2002; Whitehead et al. 2007 ). Likewise, Matilac and Florendo (2002) suggest that people in some Southeast Asian contexts bring up children to accept their roles as 'income generating members of the family'. The Vietnamese, however, differ, for they invariably see education as central to childhood and stigmatize children's participation in paid work as a social evil (Ennew et al. 2005) . The dissimilar positioning of children in different contexts relates directly to the multiplicity of their lived experiences.
The emphasis on children's agency has led to the emergence of a range of methodologies that place children at the core of scholarly enquiry. Research into their perspectives on migration and mobility has generated fascinating accounts of how children actively engage in the decisions that concern their lives. A special issue of Childhood edited by Ní Laoire et al. (2010) is the latest major work on the various ways in which children negotiate and construe home and belonging. Their autonomy and independence are particularly salient when they migrate by themselves -they initiate their own migration, sometimes in the face of family opposition, and form their own mechanisms of support and security while living away from home (Beazley 2000; Camacho 1999; Iversen 2002; Punch 2007; Whitehead et al. 2007) . Even when children migrate with their families and adults appear to be in charge of the decisionmaking, they may actually shape the nature and course of the families' migration experiences (Orellana et al. 2001: 587) .
While children are clearly capable of autonomous action, Ansell (2009) urges us to recognize the limits in their perceptions of space and action. Children do not always have the same access as adults to technology, or indeed the interpretive repertoire or sufficient social status to allow them to act on the world with a similar degree of consciousness and intent. 'Child-centred' studies have been criticized for emphasizing agency over structure, the concrete over the abstract and the local over the global (Ansell 2009: 194) . Confining research to a 'local' context would obscure important larger-scale structures and phenomena, such as the globalization that shapes the everyday lives of all children. It is thus important to situate their accounts within broader contexts and to recognize that macro-level socio-economic structures have significant bearings on their agency and relationships with other people.
We should note that most of the discussion in migration scholarship about children's agency concerns migrant children. What remains largely unexplored is how non-migrant children exercise agency in the migration of others, especially their parents. We should be mindful not to allow what are often uncritical celebrations of migrant children's agency to mislead us when we turn our attention to those immobile children whom the migrant parents have left behind. Dreby (2007 Dreby ( : 1051 suggests that in Mexico they tend to exert little influence over their parents' initial migration decision, even though they may be able to shape the family's subsequent migration trajectories. In Asia, where transnational labour migration has been increasing exponentially since the 1970s, many questions about children's agency remain unanswered. This is the research lacuna we seek to address in this article.
Children and the experience of being 'left-behind'
Children are a heterogeneous group, so do not experience separation from their parents uniformly, not least because of changes resulting from their growing maturity and psychological development during the migration process (Carling et al. 2012: 206) . The literature on Latin America and Asia has provided intriguing accounts of the emotional ramifications of family separation (Dreby 2010; Parreñas 2001 Parreñas , 2008 Schmalzbauer 2004) , the commodification of parent-child relationships (Artico 2003; Moran-Taylor 2008) and family conflict upon reunification (Artico 2003; Menjivar 2000) . In particular, children tend to experience more intense psychological stress when their mothers migrate (Dreby 2010: 80) but the emotional gap is likely to be greater between them and their migrant fathers (Parreñas 2008; Pribilsky 2004) . However, in places where there is a 'culture of migration', as in the Philippines (Parreñas 2005a) or the Caribbean (Olwig 1999) , neither children nor adults necessarily see parent-child separation as traumatic. Regular transnational communication, as well support from the extended family, might offset the emotional ramifications on the children, particularly when their mothers are away (Hoang and Yeoh 2012; Hoang et al. forthcoming; Parreñas 2005a) .
With increasingly restrictive migration policies in receiving countries worldwide keeping migrant families separated longer and family reunification more difficult (Carling et al. 2012: 199) , transnational communication has become the most important channel of engagement and bonding for separated family members (Dreby 2006; Hoang and Yeoh 2012; Parreñas 2001; Schmalzbauer 2004) . Communication allows migrant parents and their children to exchange information and it serves to affirm the social meaning of long-distance relationships. However, research has demonstrated that access to ICTs is not uniform across contexts and the inability to stay in touch regularly might generate imperfections and gaps of information, often to the detriment of family relationships (Carling 2008; Hoang and Yeoh 2012; Mahler 2001) . Honduran children in Schmalzbauer's (2008: 339) study, for example, have little knowledge of their migrant parents' lives and often assume that they are doing well while in reality their parents are struggling, partly because parents 'relativize' their communication with family back home.
An important determinant of how children experience separation is age. Transnational ties are particularly fragile when children are very young at the point of a parent's departure and they may have no real memories of them (Schmalzbauer 2004 (Schmalzbauer : 1324 . Dreby (2010: 116) , however, observed that young Mexican children in her study did not seem to experience as much distress as teenagers did. Children who are older at the time of a parent's migration often have stronger memories of a time when they lived together and thus tend to have a keener sense of separation and to exhibit a stronger desire for emotional connections with their parents (Carling et al. 2012: 207) . Migrant parents find it difficult to appreciate the changes that occur in children's thinking and emotions while they are growing up during their absence and this complicates the situation. Although regular communication may help parents maintain a virtual presence in the family home, it does not always provide the intimacy usually attained through day-to-day physical interactions (Hoang and Yeoh 2012) . As separation continues, migrants and their children increasingly draw on secondary sources of information for the construction of migration and places. These include the media, gossip, hearsay and their own imaginations.
Research methods and context
In this article, we draw on the qualitative research component of the larger CHAMPSEA study 2 we conducted in Thai Binh Province, in Vietnam, from 2009 to 2012. In 2009, we interviewed the carers of 37 left-behind children, of whom eighteen were fathers, eleven mothers, seven grandmothers and one a grandfather. The main aim of these interviews was to explore care arrangements for left-behind children and the webs of relationships around them. In December 2011 and January 2012, we conducted in-depth interviews with fathers in 44 mother-migrant households, © 2014 The Author(s) more than half of whom (n = 24) had been surveyed in 2008. The main aim of the 2011-12 study was to understand how female migration affected the gender identities and sexualities of both 'left-behind' husbands and migrant wives. 3 We also took this opportunity to explore further some issues that the 2009 study raised relating to the effects of female migration on children. We therefore interviewed 15 children (eight boys and seven girls) aged between 12 and 15 from the participating households.
Various studies have shown that children are potentially vulnerable to exploitation by adult researchers and that the damage is not necessarily limited to face-to-face interactions; it extends also to the interpretation and presentation of the findings (Lansdown 1994; Morrow 2008) . We thus took ethical considerations seriously in the design and conduct of our child interviews. We mediated access to the children via their interviewed fathers and obtained informed consent from both of them. One of us (Lan, a Vietnamese woman in her mid-thirties) interviewed the fathers and children separately in Vietnamese on a one-to-one basis. We treated the information exchanged in the interviews as confidential; we did not divulge it to the fathers and children involved, or to any other family members. All the interviewed children had participated in the 2008 survey and had met Lan in 2009, so a rapport with them was quickly re-established. It was particularly important that she came from the same province, for it helped narrow the social distance between them and enabled her to gain their trust. Two of the 15 children became upset during the interview, so she terminated it prematurely to offer them emotional support. The rest responded positively to the interview questions.
Following the collapse of the communist regimes in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, Vietnam started to export labour to non-socialist destinations for the first time in the early 1990s. By 2008, more than 500,000 Vietnamese migrants were working abroad (Dang et al. 2010: 12) , with nearly 76,000 deployed overseas via regular channels in 2010, mostly to Taiwan, Malaysia, South Korea and the Middle East. 4 Labour migration from Vietnam remains male-dominated; women accounted for 30.1 per cent in 2009. Men mostly work in the construction, farming, seafaring and manufacturing sectors, while women mostly work in domestic and care services, as well as manufacturing. Thai Binh -our study site -is a coastal province 110 km southeast of Hanoi. It deployed 2410 workers overseas in 2010, pushing the total number of overseas migrant workers from the province to over 20,000.
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Children in migration decision-making processes
Every single carer and 'left-behind' husband in our study mentioned children in their accounts of migration decision-making, though not in the capacity of decision maker. They frequently explained the decision to migrate or return, made almost exclusively by the parents, in terms of the children's best interests. Children's voices were largely absent during the decision-making process. Most of them only learnt about their parent's imminent departure shortly before they left. In her interview on 13 December 2011, 11-year-old Kim 6 wept as she said 'my dad was the first person to tell me that mum was going to Taiwan. It was hours before her departure.' For various reasons, the migrating parent was rarely the one to break the news to the children which, together with the fact that children were often informed at the last minute, appeared to have contributed to the distress they still felt keenly during our interviews, years after the event. Twice we had to end the interview halfway through because recalling the mother's departure was too upsetting for the child in question. The adults tended to explain their lack of communication with their children in terms of the limited time between the recruitment interview and departure. Although it was true that some migrants in our research had to leave Vietnam as soon as their deployment was confirmed (usually following an interview with the agency representing Taiwanese employers), the whole application process involving medical tests and paperwork took months. In fact, most of the parents we interviewed felt no need to discuss their plan with their children because they believed children could not comprehend the complicated issues involved and doing so would only create unnecessary trouble. In his interview on 27 April 2009, Thanh, a 46-year-old farmer, smiled as he explained 'it is us as their parents who make the decision. They are just kids and they all would say the same thing when they have to be separated from their mom. ' The absence of children's voices in migration decision making is, nevertheless, not unique to our Vietnam study, for a similar observation has been made in other contexts (see Dreby 2007; Orellana et al. 2001) . What makes the Vietnamese one different is the considerable extent to which adults tell white lies to comfort their children at the point of the migrant parent's departure. One-third of the children interviewed in late 2011 said that their carers lied to them about their parent's absence; in fact, seven of the 37 carers we visited in 2009 reported lying to or concealing information from children when their parents left the country. The age of a child at the point of a parent's departure appeared to be a key factor differentiating their experiences of parental migration, with preschool children less likely to hear the truth. Below was how Su, a 58-year-old grandmother carer (interviewed on 26 May 2009) recalled the time when her daughter-in-law left her three-year-old daughter behind to migrate to Malaysia: She missed her mum so much when her mum just left. Sometimes she cried asking for her mum and I lied to her that her mother had gone to work and would be home in the evening. In the evening she asked me when her mother would be home, I told her that her mother would be home the next day. Now she is older and knows that her mother works far away from home. She keeps asking me when her mother will be home and I lie to her that her mother will be home at the end of the year.
Yen, a 34-year-old mother (interviewed on 28 May 2009) echoed Su's story when she described how her five-year-old son learnt about his father's migration to Brunei:
I first lied to him that his father had gone to work in a company and would be home for dinner. When the boy did not see his father at dinnertime, he asked me again why it took his father so long to get home. I lied again that his father © 2014 The Author(s) had to do a night shift. He realized later that I had been lying to him, saying that he knew his father had gone away to work.
Carers employed the lie-telling strategy not only at the point of the parent's departure but also throughout the migration process. Migrant parents frequently asked their stay-at-home spouses to buy gifts for their children on their behalf and to tell them that the former had sent them from their overseas locations. In one case, a 12-year-old boy, Quang, told us that he had been unable to communicate with his mother for months because she somehow only phoned his father late at night while he was sleeping. Quang's mother actually had been missing for six months after working for five years in a nursing home in Taiwan. Van, Quang's father, was extremely upset about this and in a separate interview (on 16 December 2011) said:
She used to phone home regularly, but since the kids' new school year started [in September] she has not contacted me. I tried to ring her mobile number but only heard someone speak Chinese. It might be an operator. … Sometimes the kids wonder why their mum has not rung them for a long time. I do not want to tell them because they are too young. I am afraid it would affect their studies if they find out.
Although Van had been trying to hide his distress from his children, it did not go completely unnoticed. 'He [Van] cries every time someone asks about her,' Quang remarked.
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That children were often lied to about their parents' migration did not come as a surprise because telling children white lies is not necessarily regarded as bad practice in Vietnamese culture. This appears to be rooted in the Vietnamese construction of children as 'inert' people incapable of comprehending adult affairs (chuyện người lớn) and at the same time needing protection. The adults involved in our study looked upon lying as an effective way of protecting children from the trauma of separation. Psychological studies in Western contexts echo this finding in that they suggest that parents see prosocial (white) lies as acceptable and preferable to the truth if they protect someone's feelings (Eisenberg et al. 1995) . Children are supposed to be 'protected' from harsh environments and complicated issues (Trask 2010) . However, white lies might not be completely harmless because there is evidence to suggest that children exposed to them become more frequent and proficient prosocial liars. Children who understand the cues to deception, McCarthy and Lee (2009) suggest, might be able to manipulate these cues to lie successfully. This is not to say children were wholly passive with regard to parental migration. A number of them put up resistance to their parent's imminent departure, begging them to stay or asking someone else in the family to intervene so that the migrant would change his or her mind. All but one case involving some form of resistance concerned the migration of the mother -a fact that suggests there might have been greater tension and distress among children of migrant mothers. There was also a sense of resignation among older girls about the economic imperative of transnational labour migration: 'Mom told me she was leaving just before her departure. I knew it was only because of us … we needed money for education … so I let her go' (Thanh, a 15-year-old girl, interviewed on 20 December 2011).
Like Thanh, Nga, who was also 15 years old at the time of the interview, 8 said that although she was sad that her mother was leaving, she did not say anything to her because 'it's up to my parents and not me.' Nevertheless, the reluctant acceptance of the physical separation from their mothers does not mean that it does not disturb the children. Many became emotional when recalling the moment of departure. Although children's reactions to parental migration did not seem to be gender specific (see also Hoang and Yeoh 2012) , the interviews suggest that girls tended to be more thoughtful about the separation than were their male peers in the same age range (12-15 years). They made more effort to understand their parents' migration decision and seemed to be more sympathetic to such an arrangement.
Children at the receiving end of transnational communication
Migrants' usually greater efforts in transnational communication compared with those staying behind, Carling (2008 Carling ( : 1457 explains, are due to the intrinsic asymmetries in the 'moralities of transnationalism' that place a heavier burden on them to maintain and nourish transnational relationships. Nevertheless, this pressure is often at odds with the everyday reality of low-waged migrant workers' lives at the destination. The narratives in our study about transnational communication reveal interesting details about the structural embeddedness of migration in the global economic order. Most mother migrants in our study engaged in domestic or care work in private households or nursing homes in Taiwan. Such highly circumscribed work did not always allow them to choose the time and means of communication to suit the daily routine of their children back home. As Kho, a 12-year-old boy interviewed on 15 December 2012 explained, 'sometimes I ring my mum but she told me not to let the phone ring long, just enough for her to know (so that she would call back later). She would be fired straight away if caught using the phone at work. ' A number of migrant parents had 'run away' from their contracted jobs and, fearing that the local authorities might track them down, had no regular mobile phone number attached to them. Such factors, coupled with the excessive telecommunication charges relative to income in Vietnam, structured transnational communication into a unidirectional flow that the migrant almost exclusively initiated. Children's passivity in transnational communication was more than just waiting for migrant parents to call; they also let the latter take the lead in phone conversations. As Nga, a 15-yearold girl interviewed on 18 December 2012 said of her mother, 'she often talks about our family. … I rarely ask her anything, partly because I am shy. Also, I don't like asking her questions. ' As we have discussed extensively elsewhere (Hoang and Yeoh 2012) , the emotional gaps created by long-term physical separation from their migrant parents is largely responsible for the children's passivity in transnational communication. As Leifsen and Tymczuk (2012: 229) noted in their study of Ecuadorian migrants in Madrid, love and care communicated via the phone tend to have limited effects if not © 2014 The Author(s) followed by physical acts. Over time, the calls lose much of their emotional content and turn into routinized and indifferent chores for everyone involved. Parental insensitivity during the communication can inadvertently widen the geographical distance. For many reasons, including limited time and money for phone calls, the need to speak to each individual family member in turn, as well as the lack of awareness of changes in children's expectations and feelings, the migrant parents in our study tried to make their conversations as brief as possible. They tended to focus on the key features of life among those they had left behind rather than allow the latter to get to know about their lives overseas. In an interview on 20 December 2011, Giao, a 15-year-old girl, said 'my mom always asks too many questions so I never ask her back. She asks too much, one thing after another. She asks if I do well at school, how my dad and grandmother are and how well our relatives do, etc.'
Again, age was a major factor in shaping children's communication behaviour. Our interviews in 2009 with carers of children aged between three and five suggest that younger children become more excited when their migrant parents get in touch, even although many of them no longer remembered them (Hoang and Yeoh 2012: 321) . This was largely due to carers' constant efforts to remind children of their parents, aided by material gifts from overseas or the anticipation of such. Given that most mothers in our study left Vietnam for the first time in 2004 or later, the adolescent children interviewed in 2011 and 2012 had developed an emotional bond with their mothers prior to separation. They seemed to expect more from transnational communication and were more sensitive to the quality of the conversation. The repetitiveness of phone conversations (focused on life 'back home') and the children's lack of ability to engage in their migrant mothers' lives 'over there' gradually fomented a sense of detachment and aloofness among the youths.
The migrant mothers' efforts to discipline their adolescent children from afar appeared to exacerbate the growing emotional distance between them. Whereas mothers in the Philippines (Parreñas 2001; Parreñas 2008) , Mexico (Dreby 2006) and Honduras (Schmalzbauer 2004) strive to maintain loving, caring relationships with their children and largely leave the disciplining to the distant fathers, in Vietnam, mothers are the major disciplinarian figures in transnational relationships. Concerned about their children's behaviour and school performance, the mothers made sure that every hard-earned dollar they spent on transnational phone calls would help to allay their worries about them going astray in their absence. Enquiries about the children's marks at school, crosschecking different sources of information, scolding and yelling were common features of transnational conversations. Many of the children, especially when they reached adolescence, began to find the disciplinary sessions over the phone a burden and so they gradually lost interest. Boys were more likely to be the victims of scolding and, as a result, tended to be less comfortable with transnational communication. In an interview on 27 May 2009, Doan, the 38-year-old father of ten-year-old Thuong said:
He just responds to his mum's questions. He talks, but not much. … He is still a young boy so he is afraid of being scolded if she knows that he plays a lot outside the house. We have to yell at him all the time. He would be spoilt if we were just sweet to him.
A 13-year old boy called Hanh (interviewed on 19 December 2012) said of his mother, 'I don't know what she does over there. … When she calls, she always says, "come on, work harder, slacker!" I never ask her anything. She always says she is busy. Only my dad asks her things.' Doan and Hanh's narratives exemplify the popular Vietnamese approach to child rearing -'spare the rod, spoil the child' (Yêu cho roi cho vọt, ghét cho ngọt cho bùi) -that migrant mothers continue to practise from a distance. The children did not see it as motherly concern and the disjuncture in communication was detrimental to their emotional bonds, already fragile after such a long physical separation and resulting absence of intimacy. The inflexibility in the migrants' performance of their mothering role contributed to the children's retreat into silence each time the former got in touch.
As the above quotes show, while children are at the centre of migration decisionmaking and transnational communication, adults commonly treat them as the passive receivers of attention, love, care and gifts who are incapable of independent thought and action. The phrase 'too young to understand anything' (chúng nó còn bé sao hiểu được) 9 surfaced in many interviews when we asked adults about their children's reactions to migration-related events. Many migration scholars have emphasized the importance of regular communication in the maintenance of parent-child emotional bonds (Hoang and Yeoh 2012; Parreñas 2005b; Zentgraf and Chinchilla 2012) . The point we wish to add is that the quality and content of the communication are what really matter, for regular yet insensitive communication between parents and children may widen rather than close the emotional gaps created by migration. That adults often overlook children's agency, as shown in what follows, has important impacts on their construction of and feelings about transnational labour migration.
Migration through children's eyes: ventures of hardship and sacrifice
As we mentioned earlier, transnational phone calls were full of mundane details about day-to-day life back home, with little acknowledgement that migrants had their own lives to lead overseas. Fedyuk (2012: 295) came up with a similar finding about Ukrainian migrant women in Italy. Thus, the Vietnamese children in our study knew very little about their migrant parents' lives or the places in which they were living. For many of them, the overseas abode was simply a land of abundant material possessions and migration would automatically unlock a supply of gifts and money. In an interview on 28 May 2009, five-year-old Tien's father, Tinh, aged 36, said 'kids forget things easily. He only says that his mum will buy him such and such a toy when reminded of her. He does not say he misses her; when she phones, he asks his mum to buy him the toys that he sees at his friends' places.' Asking migrant parents to buy them toys seemed to be the most common message from children. That they associate migration with material abundance is not accidental. Both the carers and the migrant parents actually cultivate it by frequently promising gifts as incentives to behave well or work hard at school. As Giang, the 32-year-old mother of an 11-yearold boy Chung explained (interview 6 May 2009), 'I tell the boy: "your dad will buy you something if you do well at school".'
In the 2011 and 2012 interviews, we asked the children what they knew about Taiwan, where their mothers were living at the time. They eagerly and elaborately described the country of their imagination. Taiwan, according to them, was smaller but much richer than Vietnam. It had beautiful cities, big roads, tall skyscrapers and green parks. There are many elderly people in wheelchairs there, as well as 'big' people who drive cars (not motorbikes as in Vietnam), many of whom are 'nasty' and 'talk bad things about Vietnam'. As it turned out, most of the children said they learned about Taiwan from the media, tales told by returned migrants, village gossip and photos their mothers sent home, but not directly from phone conversations because their mothers rarely spoke about their lives overseas. Although the children often imagined the overseas location as a better world, they did not necessarily think that their migrant parents were having a good time away from home. In fact, their migrant parents and carers routinely reminded them of the hardships the migrants had to endure to provide them with a better future. To cultivate a sense of gratitude in children and motivate them to be 'good kids', the adults deliberately constructed a migrant's life as lonely and full of suffering and sacrifice. As Thoa, a 33-year-old mother explained, 'I tell them that their dad has to work very hard abroad so they have to do their best to show their gratitude to him' (interview, 4 May 2009). For this reason, when their migrant parents got in touch, many older children, particularly the girls, chose to divert the conversation away from emotionally charged topics. For example, One 11-year-old girl often talked about her migrant father and wished he were home to take her out during national holidays, but she never communicated her feelings directly to him because she said 'I am afraid I would make him sad.' In an attempt to maintain their affective ties with people in the homeland, migrants frequently and in a number of different contexts deliberately portray their lives overseas in a certain light during their transnational communications and home visits. Salvadorans in Australia (Ramirez et al. 2007: 425) and Ukrainians in Italy (Fedyuk 2012: 294) , for example, try hard not to stir up mistrust or jealousy among the relatives they have left behind, or feelings of neglect in their children, by carefully choosing unflattering and simple photos of themselves to send home. Other studies, by contrast, suggest that migrant parents often make conscious efforts to conceal the harsh circumstances of their lives so as not to worry the family back home (Boccagni 2012; Schmalzbauer 2008) . Nevertheless, the Vietnamese migrants in our study and their partners at home chose to play up the hardship and self-sacrifice of their migration endeavours. This particular construction of migration in the Vietnamese context, as discussed below, has important implications for children's responses to parental migration and aspirations for their own futures.
Research in the Philippines (Parreñas 2005a) and Mexico (Dreby 2010) tends to highlight children's feelings of abandonment and resentment towards migrant parents, which might be attributable to the context-specific construction of migrant life as one connected with wealth, modernity and self-indulgence. Filipina workers in Hong Kong, for example, often send home pictures of themselves smiling and looking happy in fashionable new clothes at fancy shopping centres (Margold 2004) . The children we interviewed in Vietnam though did not express any negative feelings towards their migrant parents. Rather, they saw them, as they saw themselves, as powerless people making great sacrifices in the best interests of the family -a finding that resonates with observations by Åkesson et al. (2012) in Cape Verde and Boccagni (2012) of Ecuadorans in Italy. The Vietnamese children saw migration as an undesirable livelihood choice -something they would not want for themselves when they grew up. As one of the girls exclaimed, 'I don't want to go overseas and suffer like my mum !' 10 Only one of the 15 children we interviewed in 2011 and 2012 wanted to migrate overseas for work in the future. This stands in sharp contrast to research in Latin America that identifies migration 'up North' as a common aspiration among youths and children of migrants who often drop out of school early to follow in their parents' footsteps (Artico 2003; Dreby 2010: 140) . Studies undertaken in Ghana (Langevang and Gough 2009: 752) and Tanzania (Salazar 2010 ) also find that youths strongly associate international migration with social mobility.
Not only did the bleak picture that adults painted of transnational labour migration discourage the Vietnamese children in our study from a similar venture in the future, but the emotional costs borne by family members also disheartened them. Ngoc, the 12-year-old girl interviewed on 15 December 2011, said:
What I don't like [about migration] is that my dad often misunderstands my mum. He suspects that she does not want to come back because she has been away for a long time. … I do not want to go overseas when I grow up. If I get married and my husband is like my dad, he would misunderstand me too.
As Salazar (2010) suggested in his Tanzania study, migration in its broadest sense involves important imaginary and discursive dimensions on the parts of both the migrant and those who remain behind. The children in our study might appear passive and dependent to their parents, but their narratives reveal that they were conscious of what was going on and that they actively navigated the imaginary and real worlds that their parent's migration shaped, if not in word and immediate action, then in fashioning their own aspirations. Children, Ansell (2009: 200) points out, 'make sense' of the world; their experiences are not raw but blend memories, images and feelings. Although the children invariably saw migration as undesirable, they appreciated the self-sacrifices their migrant mothers made to sustain and elevate their quality of life in Vietnam and did not associate their absence with 'bad' mothering. However, it is important to remember that children's reactions to parental migration vary according to age, the length of the parent's absence and the quality of the transnational communication. The care provided by left-behind relatives is also an important factor (Åkesson et al. 2012; Hoang and Yeoh 2012; Parreñas 2005b) and, indeed, responses may change over time (Artico 2003; Dreby 2010; Menjivar 2000) .
Conclusion
In this article, we have chosen to address our concerns about children's agency in three crucial and interrelated aspects of transnational labour migration. These are migration decision making, transnational communication and children's imaginings of migration and place. An understanding that imagining is a social practice underpins the inclusion of imagination in this research. Arjun Appadurai (1996: 31) argues that the imagination is a form of 'negotiation between sites of agency and globally defined fields of possibility'. The children in our study were keenly aware of the wider socioeconomic constraints that condition their lives and those of their migrant parents, as well as of the transnational social field in which they were partaking. What appeared to adults as passivity and dependence were, in fact, children's active and conscious engagement in meaning making of (and day-to-day negotiations with) the social and economic configurations of transnational labour migration and family relationships. The reluctant resignation of Thanh and Nga towards the separation from their mothers, the seeming aloofness of Nga, Giao and Hanh during transnational communications, and Thuong's routine evasion of his mother's phone calls were all reflective of both their imaginings of parental migration and their responses to it. These remind us that agency is as much about inactivity as activity, which fits with Taylor's (2002) suggestion that the social imaginary is more than just ideas; it enables practices of a society through people making sense of it.
In our discussion of Vietnamese children's agency, we engaged with the voices of both the children and the adults in their lives. This methodological choice allowed us to look at children's agency from different angles and to appreciate not only the subjective accounts of their thoughts, feelings and acts about their parents' migration but also the socio-cultural contexts within which their agency is embedded. Of particular importance is the Vietnamese social construction of the child as a passive receiver of care and protection that compels the children in our research to act in certain ways. Our findings also emphasize that age and gender have important bearings on their agency, partly because of the varying ways adults subject girls and boys of different ages to attempts at 'householding' (Douglass 2006) and 'kinwork' (di Leonardo 1987) . These local elements cooperate with larger forces such as the gendered division of labour in the global economy, the restrictive Asian migration regime, and the socio-spatial polarization in transnational communication networks to shape the agency of left-behind children in distinctive ways. As such, the study reinforces Ansell's (2009) view that structures and phenomena at both local and global levels matter in the scholarly consideration of children's agency, especially in the context of transnational migration.
In this study of Vietnamese children left behind by migrant parents, we juxtaposed the spatial immobility of the children with the mobility of their parents in their imagination of transnational labour migration and the foreign place. These sedentary accounts of mobility reaffirm the importance of 'moorings' as much as 'mobilities' (Cresswell 2010: 18; Sheller and Urry 2006: 211) in children's construction of their own immobility or mobility aspirations. Research in various African contexts has shown how youths' mobility is embedded in processes of cultural meaning-making and social navigation (Langevang and Gough 2009; Salazar 2010; Vigh 2006) . We add further insights into children's processes of social becoming by examining how their immobility intersects the mobility of their parents.
Notes
01
. We discuss these notions in relation to broader social relationships and not specifically those between adults and children. 02. For the quantitative component of the CHAMPSEA study, we surveyed approximately 1000 migrant and non-migrant households in 2008. We filled in structured questionnaires for two or three members of each household -a child (aged between 3 and 5, or 9 and 11), the carer of the child, and a responsible adult in the household (if not the same as the carer). 03. Following the fieldwork in Vietnam in December 2011-January 2012, we travelled to Taiwan in June/July 2012 to interview 30 Vietnamese migrant women, half of whom were married to the men participating in the study. Since we are not using data collected from the Taiwan study in this article, we have excluded these interviews from the discussion of methodology. 
